How to build a 'Beautiful China' in the Anthropocene. The political discourse and the intellectual debate on ecological civilization by Marinelli, Maurizio
RESEARCH ARTICLE Open Access
How to Build a ‘Beautiful China’ in the Anthropocene.
The Political Discourse and the Intellectual Debate
on Ecological Civilization
Maurizio Marinelli1
# The Author(s) 2018. This article is an open access publication
Abstract The aim of this article is to contribute to the debate on global
prosperity in the post-GDP world, with specific attention given to the political
discourse and intellectual debate on ecological civilization in China. I will first
assess the national and international implications of assuming that China as a
whole is a ‘locality’. I will then focus specifically on one of the most
significant political and intellectual debates in Chinese studies today, namely
the social and environmental challenges linked to China’s political and socio-
economic development. In this light, I will engage with the debate on the
Anthropocene - the era during which humans have become an earth-altering
force – and its interrelationship with the discourse on ecological civilization. In
China, the term ‘ecological civilization’ appeared in the 1980s in the academic
domain and was then appropriated by political discourse. This article proves
that the concept of eco-civilization, in a similar way to the Anthropocene, has a
significant discursive power: it allows for a shift from the binary political
economy discourses of ‘growth’ versus ‘development’, and ‘socialism’ versus
‘capitalism’, to the inquiry of eco-socially sustainable prosperity. The final aim
of this article is both to offer a more nuanced analysis of the relationship
between the political discourse and academic debate, and to substantiate the
rhetoric trope of ‘Advancing Ecological Civilization and Building a Beautiful
China’.
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In history, the greatest mistake committed by mankind lies in the search for quick
success, excessive revelling in one’s immediate interests, greedy, brutal, and
savage plundering of nature, destruction of ecological balance, and (ultimately)
destruction of our own living environment.
Ye Qianji [68].
China as a Locality: A Place of Knowledge Production
A premise is necessary to better understand the context of the Chinese Government’s
project that goes under the name of ‘ecological civilization construction’ [from now on:
eco-civilization]. This project, as well as the relevant debate, originated in China under
specific circumstances, which have to do both with the way in which China has
positioned itself since the early 1980s, and also with the planetary narratives
foregrounding China as a specific locality.
The term ‘locality’ embodies a highly elusive conceptual range of significance, since
its definition varies according to the context in which it is used. Broadly speaking,
‘locality’ is employed to indicate a particular geographical area, such as a
neighbourhood or a district in a city, but locality also indicates the quality of having
a position in space. In both senses, when one refers to China, the use of the term locality
raises a series of hermeneutic questions. The crucial issue can be formulated as follows:
Can China be seen as a locality, in the sense of a cultural, political and epistemological
construct, which has both a precise geographical connotation and a geopolitical self-
positionality? The analysis of this question constitutes a necessary premise for this
article, whose final aim is to analyse the current political discourse,1 as well as the
relevant intellectual debate, on ecological civilization in China and its possible rele-
vance for the debate on global prosperity in the Anthropocene.
In a thought-provoking article, political geographer John Agnew argues that there
are two dominant geopolitical narratives about China’s place in the world. The first one
tends to see China as converging towards a repetition of the Western experience (e.g.
hegemonic power or nation-state), while the second one tends to insist on China’s
exceptionalism, seeing China as an entity heading towards the creation of a China-
centric new world order [1]. According to Agnew, the main issue at stake with these
two narratives is that both these positions ‘erase the significance of China’s past for the
country’s leaders and population as they come to terms with their new place in the
world’ ([1]:302). Therefore, Agnew insists on the importance of re-reading the past,
and he makes a number of telling points. One of them interests me in particular here: he
upholds ‘the view that China’s opening to the world represents a Btimespace crisis^ in
the sense that China can no longer be set in an eternally present and geographically
contained world but must be increasingly externally oriented and dynamic, drawing
ideas both from abroad but also from what had been Blost^ with the official disavowal
of the past China from before the 1949 Revolution’ ([1] 302). In other words, Agnew
argues, ‘the geographical and historical limits of BChina^ are undergoing a fundamental
redefinition’ ([1]:302). He also points out that ‘the various stories told about China’s
1 For more on political discourse, see Lutgard Lams’ article in this special issue. Cp. also Cao et al. [6].
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historical past and Chinese geographical presence today (and how they relate to China’s
place in the world) emanate from discrete sites or venues inside China. They are
overwhelmingly the output of policy entrepreneurs and intellectuals in institutes,
universities, and think tanks in Beijing’ ([1]:303). Therefore, Agnew insists that it is
important ‘To speak of Bplaces^ of knowledge production’, which of course means ‘to
invoke much more sociologically meaningful but also typically localized sites where
local, national, and long-distance influences on thinking and research practice’ come
together ([1]:303–4)’.2
The crux of the matter is, following Agnew’s poignant remarks, that the problem
with seeing China as a whole as a locality involves a crucial methodological and
theoretical question, which relates specifically to the alleged, and often conveniently
assumed, single identity of the present day geo-body that we refer to as China. The size,
the geomorphological features, the cultural and ethnic diversity, not to mention the
scale and speed of economic transformation in the different provinces and municipal-
ities, have had and are still having a significant impact on the discourse on the
environment in China and, of course, also on the politics of resources and their
distribution in relation to what is the declared key Government concern of ensuring
ecological security and sustainable development. Going beyond simplistic attempts to
portray China as one ‘civilizational state (wenming guojia)’ [25, 26],3 the question
regarding the complex, multi-faceted and multi-layered identity of ‘China’ remains a
subject of contention both inside and outside China.
In this article, I intend to build on Agnew’s premise, not assuming China per se as a
‘locality’, but using the concept of locality to refer to the self-positionality of China.
This provides the means to identify and examine the places of knowledge production of
the major contributors to the debate on eco-civilization, adding to the analysis of the
master narrative emerging from the political establishment, the relevant intellectual
articulations on this theme.
Ecological Civilization and Global Prosperity
Approaching the term locality from the perspective of China’s positionality in terms of
global governance, reveals an often concealed ‘timespace crisis’. Thus, I agree with
Agnew that China ‘can no longer be set in an eternally present and geographically
2 Cp. also: Agnew and Livingstone [2]; Livingstone [36].
3 Martin Jacques praises China as a long-standing ‘civilizational-state’, arguing that China has been uninter-
ruptedly unified for two thousand years, benefitting from a common language, a common culture (based on
Confucian values and ancestral worship), and a single-ethnic identity. According to Jacques, the priority of the
State is to maintain the alleged unity, cohesion and integrity of the Chinese civilization that the State embodies.
Unsurprisingly, this syllogism has received a very positive reception in China. Jacques’ argument that China is
not a nation state, but a civilizational state, simplistically antagonises the master narrative of the ‘rise of the
West’, as primarily shaped by the individual experiences of rising nations, to the ‘peaceful rise of China’.
Jacques’ assertion that China has been ‘moulded by its sense of civilization’, ergo the state is the embodiment
of this civilization, is an a-historical assertion that contributes to the hubristic logic of the ‘clash of
civilizations’ without considering the counter-argument that a civilization is not necessarily a self-enclosed
entity, but more porous, fluid, and open to wider influences which can contribute to its development over time.
([40]:301). For another angle on ‘wenming’ with regard to the ideational governance in Xinjiang, see Ondřej
Klimeš’s article in this special issue.
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contained world’ ([1]:302), but I also intend to build on that realisation, and first of all
develop the idea that, with regard to eco- civilization, one of the main characteristics of
the discourse set by the political establishment is its projective temporality,
characterised by what I define as future perfect tense, since the political documents
seem to contain a recurring projection of perfection into an allegedly perfect future.
This can be read as being in line with ‘The China Story’: the master narrative which
was, in cultural historian Geremie Barmé’s words, ‘devised as part of or, at least, under
the umbrella of creating a foundational narrative for the political purpose of nation-
building’ [3]. I would add that this is the story of a locality and a positionality: an
alleged singular ‘story’, in which China is presented as a unified, ontogenetic civiliza-
tion that developed accordingly to a linear, rational and almost mechanically instanti-
ated teleology. Barmé poignantly emphasises that the China Story reifies and reiterates
the success story of the Party-State. In this sense, it can be seen as the unique – and
unilateral – story of a locality which tries to conceal the ‘timespace crisis’, since it is not
situated in the present, but in the future perfect tense. I refer here to the particular form
or construction which is used to describe an event that is expected to happen before a
time of reference in the future. This form, which seems to be inherent to the Chinese
political formulations on eco-civilization, combines the projection into the future with
the assumption of a perfect aspect that views an event as completed a priori and
therefore indicative of progress.
I would also like to go one step further with regard to ‘timespace crisis’, and argue that
the intellectual debate on eco-civilization is strictly interconnectedwith the global discourse
on the Anthropocene, since the discussion on eco-civilization, eschewing the previously
upheld development model that had seen economic growth take priority over environmen-
tal health, is focused on the relationship between man and nature in a way which both
echoes and integrates the academic debate on the Anthropocene. The Anthropocene is
defined as the geological period inwhich the effect of human activities on nature reaches an
unprecedented level and has a significant global impact on the earth’s eco-systems [4, 51].
Atmospheric chemist andNobel Laureate Paul J. Crutzen and biologist Eugene F. Stoermer
linked this ‘new geological era’, entirely dominated by human activity over nature
–‘human dominance of biological, chemical and geological processes on Earth’ -, to the
Industrial Revolution which took place in late eighteenth Century Europe ([12, 13]:360).
The Anthropocene concept emerged at a time of a ‘dawning realization that human activity
was indeed changing the Earth on a scale comparable with some of the major events of the
ancient past.’ ([70], p. 2228). A fundamental tenet is that: ‘The deep intertwining of natural
and human systems is at the heart of the scientific Anthropocene narrative’ [43]. This is also
at the centre of the debate on eco-civilization in China.
One could argue that the discourse on the Anthropocene as an ideological, ontolog-
ical and epistemological standpoint has three main characteristics: 1) it emphasizes the
role of human activities and their impact on nature; 2) it calls into question the economy
of growth; 3) it allows us to rethink the way in which nature and culture, knowledge
and politics are interrelated.4 In this sense, the discourse on the Anthropocene offers
4 It is beyond the scope of this article to delve into the critique of the Anthropocene, either as a tool of
universal history, which reduces humanity to a collective subject blindly seeking material progress, or as an
imprecise meta-history which upholds the construction of teleological grand narratives with preordained aims.
For more on this, cp. two special issues Telos 172 with an introduction by Timothy W. Luke, and Telos 177
with an introduction by Jon Wittrock and Richard Polt.
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heuristic devices that challenge the dominant logic of economic growth at virtually all
costs. Moving away from an anthropocentric worldview might sound too utopian, but
central to this debate is the call to move away from the utilitarian, profit-maximization
driven logic of industrial civilization. This indicates a need to change both the mode of
production and the way of life determined by capital accumulation.
These themes are also crucial to the discourse on eco-civilization construction,
which therefore can be positioned within the broader conceptual framework of global
prosperity [38].
Global prosperity is not merely based on economic indicators, but also on the
possible achievement of socially sustainable prosperity. For a long time, the position
of a country in relation to others has been based on the quantitative parameters of its
Gross Domestic Product (GDP), creating a syllogism between the size of the country’s
economy and its global power. The GDP world’s logic decided, as Leonardo Palumbo
noted, ‘which countries should lead the institutions of global governance’ [44]. During
the last few years, however, various scholars have started questioning the prescriptive
power of the GDP logic as the key indicator of economic performance, and the
axiomatic adoption of the GDP to assert the importance of a country in terms of global
governance has been considered problematic [15]. One of the major criticisms of the
GDP world’s logic is the assumption that the exploitation of natural resources counts
100% as profit, without taking into consideration the significant costs of human and
environmental degradation. The historical record of economies and their growth (or de-
growth as the case might be) makes plain that ‘crisis’ is an attendant and inherent feature
of this very human endeavour. Nonetheless, after each downturn, dominant thinking
returns our collective efforts in pursuit of growth. This is not to argue that growth, per se,
is evil but, rather, how it is understood and its meaning for individuals, societies and,
indeed, civilization is problematic. It is thus important to take on the challenge and
opportunity (as the Chinese compound word for ‘crisis’ –weiji—suggests) that this
critical juncture in the post-GDP world affords us. This means we need to revisit and re-
conceptualize growth by shifting the focus of attention from a narrowly material and
quantitative approach, which privileges the connection between size, speed and scale of
economic growth, to an investigation of the quality of life, which could function as a
heuristic device to rethink growth and human development. This leads to the realization
of the necessity to explore an alternative vision and strategy for eco-socially sustainable
global prosperity, which is radically different from an economistic idea of growth and
entails a different pathway of global governance. This exploration requires an episte-
mological shift from a narrowly quantitative approach, based only on speed, size and
scale of economic growth, to an interdisciplinary and transcultural framework, which
should be focused on the possibility of improving the quality of life and human well-
being. This means first of all that there is a need to adopt a multi-tiered approach that
embraces the local, the national and global levels as a way to realize mindful, socially
inclusive pathways to sustainable development. More specifically, it means we should
both focus on the quality of life, exploring how we live, and also try a new course of
assessment of how we are doing, with the objective of achieving the three goals of
environmental sustainability, socially inclusive economic growth and poverty allevia-
tion. The conundrum of finding new pathways to global prosperity, in the light of the
increasing socio-economic inequality, has a lot to do with the fast pace of globalization,
which seems to have accelerated the shift and spread of ecological crisis [27, 52].
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Even in China, the GDP logic seems to be contested: President Xi Jinping
has been famously quoted for emphasizing that ‘We should no longer evaluate
the performance of officials simply by GDP growth. Instead, we should look at
welfare improvement, social development and environmental indicators to eval-
uate leaders’ [62]. Since the beginning of the economic reforms in 1979, rapid
industrialization, extensive land development and full-scale urbanization have
been the priorities of the Chinese government’s policies. For more than thirty
years, the Chinese economy has registered growth at an annual average of 9.8%
[41]. But in 2012, however, it became clear that China was ‘a speeding train at
a turning point’ ([55]:3): after a prolonged period of high-speed economic
growth, Chinese society was experiencing unprecedented ecological pressures
and environmental constraints, due to the emergence of serious problems such
as soot pollution, ozone depletion, fine particulate matters, and volatile organic
compounds. Therefore, in the last few years, we have witnessed a growing
emphasis on the importance of re-balancing the economy, promoting sustainable
growth, and accepting the ‘New Normal (xin changtai)’: a vision of a qualita-
tively different developmental pattern within the context of a softer, and
perhaps more sustainable, pace of growth [31].
The government’s prime concern for the 12th Five Year Plan (2011–2015)
[12th FYP] was centred on the question of re-balancing the economy, taking
into consideration the significantly uneven distribution of the benefits of growth
across society. The incipit of the text puts forward the self-aggrandising argu-
ment that: ‘Tremendous achievements have been made in various aspects
including the construction of a socialist economy, socialist politics, socialist
culture, and ecological civilization.’ It is clear, however, that much more needs
to be done in relation to environmental protection in order to ‘comprehensively
build our capacity for sustainable development’[7]. The 12th FYP seems to
reveal the intention of rebalancing the economy, responding to the need to
spread the benefits more equally, reducing socio-economic inequality, as well as
constructing a resource-conserving and environment-friendly society. The plan’s
targets aim at setting an energy consumption cap by 2015; a 16% energy
saving in terms of intensity and a 17% carbon intensity reduction (per unit of
GDP), an increase of the proportion of non-fossil fuels in primary energy
consumption from 8.3% in 2010 to 11.4% in 2015; an increase in forest cover
to 21.66% (Ibid). Li Junfeng, Deputy Director General of the Energy Research
Institute in Beijing from 1999 to 2011, commented on the overall intention to
seek ‘inclusive growth’, arguing that the plan’s ambition ‘to turn China into a
model of low-carbon growth, was likely to have uneven results, due to differ-
ences in development’ [18].
With the 13th Five-Year Plan (2016–2020) [13th FYP], launched in March 2016,
China has set out a ‘green is gold’ top-level policy path with the declared aim of
supporting the country’s transition to an ecological civilization [54]. Premier Li
Keqiang’s speech accompanying the plan, which was hailed as the ‘greenest
Five Year Plan yet’, emphasized the need to protect the environment while
pursuing development [8]: Eco-civilization, epitomised as ‘the management of
the relationship between humans and nature in a comprehensive, scientific and
systemic manner’ ([54]:4) has become the fundamental tenet of green
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development with Chinese characteristics: this was presented both as the key
national governance strategy and China’s way of contributing to the 2030
Agenda of Sustainable Development Goals [SDG] [54].
With the 13th FYP’s emphasis both on the structural reform of the energy system
and the overall development mode, the Chinese leadership also indicated their view of
the New Normal as encompassing a number of shifts in the dominant pattern of
urbanisation, in order to achieve a smoother and more sustainable transition. The
campaign to ‘Advance Ecological Civilization and Build a Beautiful China’ [64], could
point in the direction of the necessity to move away from a dominant pattern (with the
relevant metanarrative) of full-scale urbanisation, which has often prioritised the
building of grandiose cities of spectacle as opposed to liveable cities where human
beings want to live [21, 57]. According to a study by the McKinsey Global Institute,
rural to urban migration will create 400 million new urbanites by 2020. By 2030, one
billion Chinese will be living in cities, with more than 221 Chinese cities having a
population of over one million. For China’s central planners, urbanisation is expected to
be a key economic driver in the coming decades, with the overall urban composition of
China’s population expected to rise from 54% in 2014 to 70% by 2030 (as indicated by
household registration or hukou) [61]. How China achieves such a rapid and large-scale
change without locking in high-carbon patterns of growth is a crucial question for
global sustainability and global prosperity [53]. The need for innovation at multiple
levels in China [21] mirrors wider global-national-local challenges associated with the
implementation of the SDG, including no. 11 – BMake cities and Human Settlements
inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable^. Based on the connection between eco-
civilization and eco-socialism [22, 23, 38], China’s urban challenges are therefore
social, as well as environmental, and intrinsically human. Beyond conglomerations of
buildings, infrastructures and technologies, cities are also essentially human; singular
sites of human aspiration as the unique mix of both ‘home’ and neighbourhood with
anonymity and productive encounters with others. As the most sophisticated, histori-
cally durable and complex systems ‘innovated’ by humanity, as well as themselves
primary sites and sources of social, technological, cultural and political forms of
innovation, cities are key cradles of experiment in the construction of the new forms
of complex system self-governance that must characterize low-carbon societies more
broadly. This is extremely relevant to the discourse on eco-civilization China, as well as
to the discourse on global prosperity [53]. The relevance of eco-civilization as a policy
concept is linked to the growing awareness of the fact that improvements in environ-
mental protection are essential to economic development. Examples of failed eco-cities,
such as Dongtan outside Shanghai [10], and tragic disasters like the explosions at
the hazardous-chemical storage facility on 12 August 2015 in the Dongjiang
Free-Trade-Zone in the Tianjin Binhai new area [16, 24], where the company
Ruihuan International Logistics was operating, demonstrate that neglecting this
human dimension has a very high cost attached to it. This requires us to think
seriously about the subjective realities of the populations that constitute urban
systems, questioning the logic of economic growth at all costs, and going
beyond the one-dimensional economic ideology of modernisation development
[23]. It is important both to understand that the concept of eco-civilization did
not originate in the political arena, but in the intellectual domain, and also to
evaluate what is the relationship between the two fields.
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The Origin of the Term Eco-Civilization: Ye Qianji’s Work on Ecological
Agriculture
At the Government level, the concept of eco-civilization became prominent in 2007,
especially following the Report to the 17th National Party Congress (NPC, 15–21
October 2007), which was delivered by former President Hu Jintao, but prepared by
Premier Wen Jiabao [19]. Significantly, in the 2007 Report the term ‘eco-civilization’
does not appear per se, but it is significant that the environmental conditions are strictly
connected with the necessity to ‘pursue comprehensive, balanced and sustainable
development’ (Ibid). The emphasis is on the adoption of ‘an enlightened approach to
development that results in expanded production, a better life and sound ecological and
environmental conditions’ (Ibid), while the goal is to create ‘a resource-conserving and
environment-friendly society that coordinates growth rate with the economic structure,
quality and efficiency, and harmonizes economic growth with the population, resources
and the environment, so that our people will live and work under sound ecological and
environmental conditions and our economy and society will develop in a sustainable
way’ (Ibid). In the Report, the word ‘ecology’ (shengtai) is associated with ‘conserva-
tion’, and the priority is identified as the enhancement of China’s capacity for sustain-
able development through an improved conservation of energy and resources. Even
though the Report seems to indicate a different mode of ‘development’, rethinking the
structure of industries, patterns of growth, and modes of consumption in relation to
energy resources, the fundamental limitation of this focus lies in a certain vagueness,
determined by the lack of definition of ‘sustainable development’ in relation to the
historical contingency of China in 2007. The idea of ‘sustainable development’ in
China is influenced both by endogenous (i.e. the priorities of national development)
and exogenous (i.e. the international debate on ‘sustainability’) factors. The use of this
term in 2007 seems to echo the 1987 Brundtland Report5 and its original definition of
sustainable development: ‘Development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ ([5]:43).
However, this did not include any reference to ‘maintaining human wellbeing, social
equity and environmental quality’ over an extended period of time ([28]: xiv), which
would have indicated an alignment of the ideals of eco-civilization with social justice.
With regard to eco-civilization, the mouthpiece of the CCP, The China Daily,
expands on it by arguing that:
It is not a term the Party has coined just to fill a theoretical vacancy in its
socialism with Chinese characteristics, but rather a future-oriented guiding prin-
ciple based on the perception of the extremely high price we have paid for our
economic miracle. This concept reflects an important change in the Party's
understanding of development. Rather than emphasizing economic construction
as the core of development as it did in the past, the Party authorities have come to
realize that development, if sustainable, must entail a list of elements including
the right relationship between man and nature [11].
5 The Report, named after Gro Harlem Brundtland - the Chairperson of the United NationsWorld Commission on
Environment and Development (WCED) - is also known as ‘Our Common Future’. The Commission was created
by the United Nations in 1983 in light of the progressive deterioration of the human environment and natural
resources. The Brundtland Report, published in 1987, coined and defined the term ‘sustainable development’.
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It is important to remember that the discussion on eco-civilization had already
started in Chinese academic literature twenty-five years earlier, thanks to the contribu-
tion of the agricultural economist Ye Qianji (1909–2017). Ye was the first to use this
concept and to emphasise its importance for the practice of sustainable agriculture in
China. More specifically, he advocated the application of ‘ecological agriculture’ in the
experimental areas of Beibei District and Dazu County in Chongqing. In 1982 he
published his dissertation Shengtai nongye—Woguo nongyede yici lüse geming (Eco-
logical Agriculture – A Green Revolution in my Country’s Agriculture) [67]. His theory
about ecologically sustainable agriculture and its merits was later expanded into a book,
which emphasized the contribution of eco-agriculture to the future sustainable devel-
opment of the country [68].
It appears that the term eco-civilization’ is derived from ‘ecological culture’
(экологическая культура), a term which first appeared in the former Soviet Union
in Scientific Communism in 1984 ([33]:43). An abridged version was translated in the
Guangming Ribao, but the word ‘culture’ was replaced with ‘civilization’, in Chinese
shēngtài wénmíng, or eco-civilization [71]. It is interesting to note the parallelism with
the origin of the term Anthropocene, which had already appeared in 1960–61 in the
Reports of the USSR Academy of Sciences [9] to refer to the late Quaternary era, while
in the West, until the intervention of Crutzen and Stoermer in 2000, this was simply
labelled as the Holocene.
In June 1987 (i.e., twenty years before Hu Jintao’s Report to the 17th NPC), in his
opening speech at the National Conference on Eco-agriculture, Ye Qianji emphasized
that China’s ecological environment was progressively deteriorating, and therefore he
launched his call to arms, ‘vigorously promoting the construction of eco-civilization’ at
the national level. He clarified that eco-civilization means that ‘humanity can both
benefit from nature, and also act in the interest of nature: while humanity has a
transforming effect on nature, humanity also has to protect nature, since this is the
only way for man and nature to maintain a harmonious and unified relationship’
(quoted in [34]:520; Cp. also: [35]). According to Ye, the twenty-first century should
be ‘The Century of Ecological Civilization Construction’ [68]. This indicates a radi-
cally different ethical foundation of eco-civilization when compared with industrial
civilization: respect for nature to realize ecological justice as opposed to utilitarian,
profit-driven and technology-innovation oriented functionalism. The emphasis on
protecting nature could be linked to the idea of protecting both ecological and social
justice. In this sense, eco-civilization construction points towards the relevance of
setting climate sustainability goals and gives much more depth to the concept of
‘sustainable development’.
Ye also had some significant insights into global environmental issues, useful for
global governance and social prosperity. In December 1999, when he was already
90 years old, Ye presented his ‘ecological catastrophe theory’ at the Beijing Xiangshan
Scientific Conference. He argued that, from the perspective of modern ecological
economics, the current global environmental system was in a state of ‘ecological
catastrophe’. He spoke of ‘environmental damage and turmoil’ and offered the follow-
ing five points as evidence: 1) the Earth’s environmental system has evolved from a
natural ecological cycle to an essentially human ecosystem. As a result, the ecological
security of the global environmental does not function anymore; 2) human behaviour
and activities have affected the changing level of natural ecology, to the extent that the
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real meaning of ‘fluctuation’, ‘turbulence’, or ‘threat’ is an alarming quantitative and
qualitative change, which is leading to the disastrous collapse of nature; 3) the main
human ecological cycle of human destruction of the Earth’s environment is a reverse
succession process, moving from natural forests, through agricultural land or farmland,
to desertification and ultimately no man’s land, also known as the death zone; 4)
ecology is the science of survival, therefore the anthropogenic ecology cycle should
also examine the survival of life in the living space, whose status is characterised by a
series of levels, from green (indicating an excellent level of life) through grey (survival
state), to white (subordinate survival), yellow (extremely difficult to survive), red (alert
borders), and then black (non-ecological); 5) in the twenty-first century, we should
update the ecological system’s structure and strengthen ecological functionality in order
to maintain peace, stability and order, while building an ecological socio-economic
habitat. This is what Ye calls ‘the harmonious development of eco-civilization’, which
for him is ‘the mission of our times’, and could also be considered as a precondition for
socio-ecological sustainable prosperity, based on harmony and inclusiveness between
man and nature, and between individuals and society. Ye recognises that human
activities are limited, and due to the serious extent of the damage caused to the natural
and ecological system, governments need to find adequate tools of governance to
guarantee a form of human development based on a healthy and dignified way of
living [69].
After Crutzen and Stoermer proposed the theory of the Anthropocene in 2000, this
was received with interest in the Chinese academic circles. The equivalent term coined
in Chinese was renleiji. Particularly significant for Chinese intellectuals at the dawn of
the new century was the idea that the beginning of this new geological era coincided
with the new period of civilizational development which had started with the Industrial
Revolution, when human activity progressively became the dominant force in influenc-
ing and changing the Earth system. At the turn of the century, the particular juncture for
China’s historical and socio-economic development, which was characterized by
accelerated industrialization, extensive land development and full-scale urbanization,
with all the relevant environmental costs, the resonance between the theory of
Anthropocene and Ye’s call to arms to promote eco-agriculture and eco-civilization
as green revolution was immediately noticed: a vision of a perfectible future to
counteract the unsustainable present [34, 35, 69].
Ye had already secured the scholarly community’s acknowledgement of the fact that
the development of the Earth’s system was facing multiple ecological risks and
challenges, and that these were influenced, or better determined, by human actions.
Engaging with this debate, Ye summarized the four major issues at stake as follows:
First: global warming, the shortage of water and land resources, increasing dust
storms, desert expansion, rising sea levels, frequent floods and other ecological disas-
ters, had all resulted in unprecedented damage to the environment, as well as the loss of
human life and assets. Second: the high-speed consumption of the Earth’s resources is
leading to a serious ecological deficit in the Earth’s ecosystem. Third: species are dying,
and their diversity has been severely damaged. Fourth: demographic expansion, an
aging population, and gender imbalance all demonstrate that ‘the faster the population
expansion, the scarcer will be land and water resources’ (Ye 2004). Ye defined this
dilemma as an ‘ecological economic paradox’, which determined more acute, complex,
and difficult to escape ecological risks. In his work, Ye raised the crucial question:
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BRendingshengtian^ haishi BTianrenheyi^? [69], which can be literally translated as:
B‘Man’s will, no heaven, decides’ or ‘Man lives in harmony with heaven’?^ In both
cases, ‘heaven’ could also be translated as ‘nature’: ‘Man, by his efforts and determi-
nation, can conquer nature’ or ‘Man and nature are one’? Ye argued in favour of the
second. By doing so, he substantiated and actualized the traditional philosophical
concept ‘Tianrenheyi’, which was both the autochthonous prototype of environmental
consciousness as expounded in the work of Lao Zi and Mencius ([72]:6), and also the
foundation of the familiar model and, by extension, of the socio-political order in
ancient China, ([42]:281).
Ye strongly believed that a correct understanding of the relationship between human
beings and nature could have led to more balanced and sustainable socio-economic
development: therefore, he advocated the reconstruction of the social blueprint based
on a comprehensively new culture, which emphasized the need to treat nature like
ourselves, respecting the laws of nature, and aiming at harmony with nature. He
vehemently insisted that even if one can argue that man is the subject of nature, this
does not mean that he is master of nature; if nature is the object for mankind, this does
not mean that nature can be subjugated to the indiscriminate power of mankind. For Ye,
‘humanity originates from nature, lives, multiplies and prospers in the natural environ-
ment, and therefore it should be in harmony with nature so that their coexistence can
lead to common prosperity’ (Ye 2004). Based on this recognition of the importance of a
balanced (instead of distorted) relationship between man and nature, Ye analysed the
struggle of our ancestors in the evolution of the original earth system: in order to
guarantee their survival, and fighting against the adversities they experienced a pro-
gression of ‘succession – differentiation – extinction – mutation –evolution’. Consid-
ering this long process, he defined the new law of ecological economy as follows: the
extinction of ancient life, the law of rejuvenation, the emergence of biological advan-
tages based on the law of domination and decline, the law of formation of life
symbiosis; the four aspects of the law of chain evolution based on the struggle for
survival (Ye 2004). From a historical perspective, Ye linked the past-present and future,
emphasizing that we should learn from the path of ancient history, deriving inspiration,
and reversing the logic of the Anthropocene in order to deal more wisely with the
various crises in the new era, looking for strategic measures to deal with them and
address them, since we are already witnessing how the continuous human violation of
nature has triggered the perverse destruction cycle of ecological catastrophe, which has
led to the retaliation of the natural laws against mankind.
The Term Eco-Civilization in the Political Domain
The academic and intellectual debate continued [17, 66] and Ye’s original ideas were
further developed, especially by Wen Tiejun as an advocate of the New Rural Recon-
struction movement’s aim to rebuild a positive social and economic structure to
promote rural sustainability [58, 59].
As previously mentioned, it was only in 2007 that the term ‘eco-civilization’ entered
the political domain. However, the milestone in the transition from the academic to the
political realm was Hu Jintao’s final Report at the 18th NPC, delivered on 8 November
2012, where Ecological Civilization appeared as the title of a new section (section 8) in
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the Report, and the term ‘eco-civilization’ was repeated 16 times [20]. This symbolized
not only the passing of the baton of Presidential power from Hu Jintao to Xi Jinping,
but also the embodiment of Hu’s legacy. Hu was leaving in the hands of his heir a major
unaccomplished task: the title of section VIII of his speech is emblematic, Making
Great Efforts to Advance Ecological Civilization, and this follows section VII.
Strengthening Social Development by Improving the People’s Wellbeing and Making
Innovations in Management. The idea of eco-civilization construction was enshrined in
the Constitution, with a typical example of the future perfect tense: projecting the
construction of eco-civilization in a possible perfectible future. Judging from the way in
which Xi Jinping reiterated the importance of ‘eco-civilization reforms’ at the Third
Plenary Session of the 18th Central Committee in 2013, President Xi acknowledged the
necessity to reconcile the contradictions between economic growth and environmental
decay: ‘To protect the ecological environment is to protect productive forces. To
improve the ecological environment is to develop productive forces. A good ecological
environment is the most just public product, one that most fully promotes the wellbeing
of all the people’ [63]. The similarity of the political language is remarkable.
Hu Jintao formulated the idea of eco-civilization, upholding the claim that shengtai
wenming was strictly connected with ‘Beautiful China’ and sustainable development:
‘Faced with increasing resource constraints, severe environmental pollution and a
deteriorating ecosystem, we must raise our ecological awareness of the need to respect,
accommodate and protect nature. We must give high priority to making ecological
progress and incorporate it into all aspects and the whole process of advancing
economic, political, cultural, and social progress, and we must work hard to build a
beautiful China and achieve the longlasting sustainable development of the Chinese
nation’ ([20] Italics added). At the end of section VIII of his speech, Hu Jintao seemed
to connect national and global ecological security with governance, stating: ‘We must
treasure nature more consciously, protect the ecosystem more actively, and strive to
usher in a new era of socialist ecological progress.’ [20].
Here, I am using the English translation of the text. It is significant that Hu Jintao
indicates shengtai wenming as an indispensable element for the advancement of
economic, political, and cultural and social progress, framing it as a sort of holistic
and intertwined mechanistic model. However, I find both interesting and problematic
the fact that shengtai wenming is translated into English as ‘ecological progress’. This
happens again in the English translation of Xi Jinping’s book The Governance of
China, ([64]:11–12, 107, 113, 230–234, 230, 477). The idea of ‘civilization’ (wenming)
in China is extremely complex: when we analyse it from a historical perspective, its
connotation goes all the way back to Sima Qian’s Shiji (Historical Records) [50], and
harks back to the whole idea of a self-conscious assertion of the Han civilization [29].
When the official political discourse took over the idea of shengtai wenming from the
academic sphere, the idea of ecological civilization became part of a teleological
discourse, characterised by a normative, prescriptive and also deterministic connotation
of progress, projected into the future perfect. In Hu Jintao’s [20] Report, the discourse
of shengtai wenming is strictly interconnected with the whole idea of promoting the
master narrative of China’s Story of Progress. This is why it is important to analyse the
temporalities of the idea of ecological civilization (or ‘progress’) in the political
discourse, moving between the past, present and future. In the official political docu-
ments, the concept is formulated in such a way, which demonstrates how it is built on
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the past but its anticipated achievement is projected into the future. The idea of
civilization was appropriated by the CPC after the foundation of the ‘New China’:
during the Maoist era it was articulated with an emphasis on the importance of raising
human quality levels, with particular attention being paid to material civilization. Then,
during Deng Xiaoping’s ‘new socialist period’, it expanded to include the socialist
spiritual civilization. With Jiang Zemin, we notice a stronger focus on political civili-
zation, and more recently, under Hu Jintao’s aegis, ecological civilization has become
the new addition to the Chinese civilization discourse. As much as this campaign to
civilise citizens can be seen as part of a project of ‘pan-politicisation’ ([32]:100), with a
strong ideological connotation linked to this continuum, every step is also indicative of
each leader’s legacy of leaving an unaccomplished task for his heir to consider.
Material, spiritual, political and ecological civilization can all be seen as part of the
country’s and the nation’s overall development pathway and, as I will explain later, the
‘civilization project’ was to come full circle with Xi Jinping’s China Dream [64]. The
fact that the CPC discourse on civilization has embraced the idea of ‘eco-civilization’,
appropriating it from academic discourse, could be interpreted as an attempt to
counteract the growing and widespread criticism of environmental degradation, which
might put into question the success story that is China’s economic miracle.
When Hu Jintao first mentioned shengtai wenming, in the 2012 Report, he associ-
ated it with the steady and rapid ‘development’ of the economy: after a long list of
major material achievements he argued that ‘Solid steps have been taken to promote
ecological progress, and comprehensive progress has been made in resource conser-
vation and environmental protection’ ([20], Italics added). Hu Jintao also boasted about
the CPC’s accomplishments, claiming that through ‘over 90 years of hard struggle’ the
Party had succeeded in ‘turning the poor, backwards, old China into an increasingly
prosperous, powerful, new China’ (Ibid.). The second time Hu mentioned shengtai
wenming, however, he changed the tone and indicated that ‘ecological progress’ was
something to be achieved under conditions that are not so advantageous since ‘unbal-
anced, uncoordinated, and unsustainable development remains a big problem’ (Ibid.
Italics added). There is an evident contradiction here since the contrast between these
two sets of adjectives could not be more acute, especially due to the proximity of these
sentences in the text and also on comparing the negative assessment with the declared
aim set in the 2007 Report ‘to pursue comprehensive, balanced and sustainable
development’ [19]. Resources’ conservation and environment-friendly society were
both two key tenets of the Hu Jintao’s 2007 Report and fundamental elements of the
12th FYP (2011–15). They are known as the pillars of the ‘two oriented society’
(liangxing shehui), and inscribed in Hu Jintao’s idea of the ‘scientific outlook on
development’ (kexue fazhanguan), which was meant ‘to take people as the main thing
[yiren weiben]’ [14]. In Hu Jintao’s words: ‘We must fully implement the overall plan
for promoting economic, political, cultural, social, and ecological progress,6 ensure
coordinated progress in all areas of endeavors in the modernization drive, balance the
relations of production with the productive forces as well as the superstructure with the
economic base, and continue to expand the path of development that leads to increased
production, prosperity, and a good ecosystem (…) We have called for building a
harmonious socialist society and speeding up ecological progress, and we have adopted
6 This is known as the ‘five in one’ (wuwei yiti).
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overall implementing steps for advancing the cause of socialism with Chinese charac-
teristics’ ([20] Italics added). The concept of shengtai wenming is connected to another
key element of the Party’s rhetoric (i.e., harmonious society), and it becomes progres-
sively construed as a socialist goal to be achieved in the future, in what Hu Jintao
defines as ‘the new stage in the new century’ since ‘Promoting ecological progress is a
long-term task of vital importance to the people’s wellbeing and China’s future’ [20].
Hu Jintao acknowledges the necessity for the Party to ‘put people first and to pursue
comprehensive, balanced and sustainable development’. He argues that the Party’s
strength, the nation’s future, and the people’s wellbeing go hand in hand: ‘We have
strived to ensure and improve the people's wellbeing, promoted social fairness and
justice, worked to build a harmonious world, and strengthened the Party's governance
capacity and advanced nature’ ([20]. Italics added).
This reveals, once again, an attempt to connect eco-civilization with the conservation
of resources, but the aim is also to create a better living environment for the people. In
addition to information presented in the 2007 Report, here one can also detect the seeds
of a political discourse, one that raises questions about the overall mode of production,
which, after five years, had proven to be even more unbalanced and unsustainable,
demonstrating a more mature concept of sustainable development, on paper at least,
which is connected with social justice ([28]:xiv).
Xi Jinping: Eco-Civilization, Beautiful China and the China Dream
of Prosperity
The complexities of the 18th Party Congress set the tone for positioning the discourse
on eco-civilization, understanding not only its rationale and its aims but also its main
challenges.
With the transition from Hu Jintao to Xi Jinping, the metanarrative of the China
Dream (Zhongguomeng) of national rejuvenation, greatness and prosperity, and mili-
tary strength, which is strictly connected with China’s global ascendance, began to
incorporate the discourse of eco-civilization [30]. The key event was the Third Plenum
of the CPC’s 18th Congress (9–12 November 2013), when President Xi unveiled the
ambitious plan of ‘comprehensively deepening the economic reforms’ through a
rethinking of the process of resource allocation [37]. While during Hu Jintao’s era
the emphasis was more on the idea of the construction (jianshe) of an ecological
civilization, with Xi Jinping the emphasis shifted to the advancement (tuijin) of the
ecological civilization, with a stronger sense of urgency both for the nation and ‘the
interests of the citizens’ ([30]:110). It is significant how this advancement is discur-
sively constructed within the emerging and interconnected discourse of ‘building a
Beautiful China (jianshe meili Zhongguo)’. In Xi’s words: ‘Ushering in a new era of
ecological progress and building a beautiful China is an important element of the China
Dream’ ([64]:233. Italics added). Under Xi Jinping, ‘Advance Ecological Civilization
and Build a Beautiful China’ became a mantra. However, as previously mentioned, the
shift in terminology does not necessarily coincide with substantial achievements on the
environmental protection front ([64]:229–234). The progressive expansion of the
rhetoric trope of meili Zhongguo美丽中国 during the first term of Xi Jinping’s Presi-
dency can be interpreted as a partial antidote to the social and environmental challenges
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facing China’s political and socio-economic development, due to the unprecedented
ecological pressures and environmental constraints ([64]:234).
Beautiful China is listed in an article published on 14th November 2016 by the
Renmin Ribao as one of the 25 most used key phrases of Xi Jinping. After acknowl-
edging that ‘The 18th National Congress of the CPC emphasized building a Beautiful
China for the first time and put the construction of eco-civilization in a prominent
position’, Beautiful China is then defined as: ‘the sum of the beauty of the environment,
the beauty of the times, the beauty of life, the beauty of society and the beauty of the
common people’ [49].
In the 2014 book The China Dream, distributed in English Translation by Chinese
Embassies around the world, the second and longest section of Chapter II, entitled
‘Chasing Dreams’ (following the first short one entitled ‘Seeking Dreams’, which
relates to the past), is dedicated to eco-civilization. Interestingly, in this English version
of the book, wenming is translated as ‘civilization’. In this section, the emphasis on the
connection between China Dream, Eco-civilization and Beautiful China is clear, and
eco-civilization is hailed since: ‘In the face of the grim situation, including tight
resource constraints, serious environmental pollution and ecosystem degradation (…)
China strives to build a Beautiful China, effectively safeguarding the environmental
rights and the interests of the citizens’ ([30]:110).
Xi Jinping reiterated that the advancement of ecological civilization is one of the five
national goals ‘in building a moderately prosperous society in an all-round way’,
namely: economic modernization, socialist democracy, social development, cultural
development and eco-civilization (Ibid.). The ‘Five-in-One’ model – which is another
of Xi Jinping’s top 25 key phrases [49] – claims to integrate not only the economic,
social and ecological but also the political and cultural dimensions of development; it is
important to note that ‘The latter two focus on changes in the behaviour of public
officials and ordinary citizens, respectively’ ([54]:2) and therefore they could be read as
part of the campaign to civilise citizens, as well as the anti-corruption campaign. In
2012, Xi Jinping argued that eco-civilization construction, from the point of view of
temporalities, ‘is a cause that benefits both contemporary and future generations’ since
it is ‘vital to the future of human beings’ ([30]:110). Xi also acknowledged that ‘The
public is greatly concerned about the environment’ ([64]:232), and insisted on outlining
the Government’s responsibility: ‘We must take a responsible attitude towards our
people and future generations, be resolute in controlling environmental pollution, strive
to usher in a new era of ecological progress and improve the environment for our
people to live and work in’ ([64]:230. Italics added). This would seem to indicate that
eco-civilization is both a governance and prosperity issue, both at the national and the
global level: ‘Protecting the environment, addressing climate change and securing
energy and resources is a common challenge for the whole world’ ([64], 234).
However, both in Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping’s speeches one can also see a declared
attempt to expand the social and political agenda in the name of creating a ‘harmonious
society’ and realising the ‘China Dream’. But this could also be interpreted as a skilful
and tactical rhetoric device, which allows the Party to present the public with a series of
populist welfare goals, while in reality enabling the Party to discursively continue to
manoeuvre public support. The future perfect tense still dominates Xi Jinping’s political
discourse, with an evident indication of the projection of ecological transformation into
the future: ‘China will respect and protect nature, and will accommodate itself to
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nature’s needs. It will remain committed to the basic state policy of conserving
resources and protecting the environment. It will promote green, circular and low-
carbon development, and will promote ecological progress in every aspect of its effort
to achieve economic, political, cultural and social progress…and will leave our future
generations a working and living environment of blue skies, green fields and clean
water’ ([64]:233–234. Italics added). Some of these statements seem to echo Ye
Qianji’s original call for ‘the harmonious development of eco-civilization’, as well as
the most recent debate in the academic arena.
In Xi Jinping’s speeches, the construction of ‘eco-civilization’ seems to assume more
and more the characteristics of a variation on the theme of ‘sustainable’ development,
increasingly interwoven into state power rationality [64]. As Chinese political rhetoric
embodies the tropes that seem to encourage the population to transform their lifestyles
and adopt greener and more civilised practices, the forward- and progressive-looking
mantras on the environment contribute to creating a new discursive platform by which
to assess performances at the local level while asserting the legitimacy of the state. The
somewhat vague notion of green growth, implicit in the idea of eco-civilization,
assumes its full relevance in the link between state building and nature-people-
making so that the environmental realities are truly real only in relation to the state
objectives and its master narrative of a magnificent and progressive future.
The Renaissance of the Intellectual Debate on Eco-Civilization
In the last few years, the intellectual debate on eco-civilization has re-ignited.
One of the most thought-provoking positions is offered by Pan Jiahua, Director of
the Institute for Urban and Environmental Studies at the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences. His research explores the practices of environmental knowledge production
operating through state-projects of eco-development and contributes to a better under-
standing of China’s positionality in terms of global governance. First, Pan invites us to
go beyond a somewhat narrow interpretation of ‘eco-civilization’, which views it as a
set of moral and ethical behavioural norms aimed at achieving harmony between man
and nature. He argues that eco-civilization affects the whole life of mankind on this
planet since the foundation principles of eco-civilization are respect for nature and
social justice [48]. For Pan, these are the fundamental social values which should
inform political economy in such a way that the production model would be
characterised by low input, circularity and efficiency, while the consumption mecha-
nisms would follow green, resource-saving and healthy lifestyles. Thus, eco-
civilization construction could help to ease the increasingly intense conflicts between
human beings and the environment, since it promotes the prioritization of a social form
of civilization, under which people, society and nature are inclusive, harmonious, and
sustainable [45].
Pan also emphasizes the necessary connection between the ideal of building a
Beautiful China and an awareness of the limitations of the ecosystem’s capacity in
relation to the scale of the country’s socio-economic activities: ‘The earth’s resources
and environmental capacity are limited; that is to say, ecological supply is fixed’
([45]:154). At first, this statement seems to contradict the former premise since it
appears to derive from an economic concern focused on the quantitative assessment
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of the supply-demand ratio of the ecosystem - ‘If demand exceeds supply, the ecosys-
tem will inevitably be degraded, as will be the beauty of nature’ (Ibid.) -, and more
broadly the balance or imbalance between demographic growth and the availability of
resources. However, Pan’s analysis goes beyond the quantitative mechanics of market
indicators and econometrics. Pan is deeply interested in connecting the economic
rationale with a call for institutional change, which involves a call for critical ways
of rethinking the governance structure in relation to the choice of development
pathways. Pan relates his reasoning on the pressing nature of the environmental
challenges, such as ecological degradation, climate extremes, energy security and
resource capacity, to the potential for setting and implementing climate SDGs. In his
analysis of the challenges to liveability and sustainability ([53]:33–57), Pan echoes the
concerns publicly expressed in Hu Jintao’s [20] speech with regard to the ‘unbalanced,
uncoordinated and unsustainable development’ of China [20]. Of all the challenges to
sustainable development, Pan is particularly interested in the connection existing
between the social (e.g. inequality, poverty), economic (e.g. the economic/financial
crisis), environmental historical contingencies (e.g. pollution, the depletion of natural
resources, ecological degradation, and climate change) and the institutional framework
and pathways to development [48]. Ultimately, Pan proposes a more holistic approach,
which starts with an acknowledgement of the environment as a whole being an
economic, biological and human resource.
The pars construens of Pan’s discourse is his determination to find a solution. Pan
argues that rethinking the economics and politics of development necessarily requires
nothing less than a paradigm shift. Therefore, he emphasizes the need to move away from
the logic of the industrial civilization, which is based on utilitarian ethical principles, aims
at the maximization of profit, and ultimately places its priority on the accumulation of
capital for the few, while directing much less care, or no care at all, towards people and
nature. He proposes a shift of civilizational views: from industrial to ecological in order to
promote ‘ecological prosperity (shengtai fanrong)’, which for him is ‘not a simple form
of material prosperity, but a kind of prosperity based on the harmony-unity-integration
between man and nature’ ([47]:215). Here, he uses the traditional philosophical concept
‘Tianrenheyi’, further developing Ye Qianji’s original idea.
Pan’s elaboration on eco-civilization can be linked to the discourse on the
Anthropocene since the original coinage of the concept of this ‘new geological era’,
entirely dominated by human activity over nature, was linked to the industrial revolu-
tion [13]. The idea of eco-civilization is also based on a reconsideration of the
unsustainable development model that has arisen out of industrial civilization, whose
teleology was based on the assumption that industrialization was the key marker of
progress, and therefore civilization. Pan Jiahua raises the rhetorical question of whether
there is room for China to pursue industrial civilization any further ([48]:43). His
answer, based on his in-depth study of the rate and scale of urbanisation in relation to
industrialization in the automobile sector, is negative. One of the major problems with
the rapid growth of the Chinese economy is the consumption of primary energy
resources, which are required to support industrialization. Pan concludes that the
paradigm shift from industrial civilization to eco-civilization is even more urgent for
China than the rest of the world, but he also acknowledges that it is indeed a global
challenge since it requires drastic changes to global institutions: under the pressing
global trend of urbanisation, industrialization has very limited space, social inequality is
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growing (e.g. income disparity, regional disparity, rural-urban disparity), and we all
witness a continued, large scale demand for exhaustible resources. This leads, inevita-
bly, to ecological degradation, environmental pollution (water, air, municipal solid
waste, etc.), climate change (GHG emissions), and increasing global imbalances. The
growing awareness requires governments to work together in order to accelerate the
shift to eco-civilization. In Pan’s opinion, the more advanced nations must take the lead
in promoting the transition since they are the ones with the necessary resources (both
economic and human).
Conclusions
A ‘Beautiful China’ will not be achieved by building upon, harnessing or
excavating every last inch of natural territory, but by sparing some of nature’s
bounty - some for other creatures that walk the earth, and some for posterity - to
share and enjoy [46].
Any harm we inflict on nature will eventually return to haunt us. (…) Taking a
driving seat in international cooperation to respond to climate change, China has
become an important participant, contributor, and torchbearer in the global
endeavour for ecological civilization [65].7
This article has examined both the political discourse and the intellectual debate on eco-
civilization in China. It began by deconstructing and reconfiguring the concept of
‘locality’ in order to underline the importance of examining China not as a monolithic
entity, but by taking into consideration the country’s self-positionality as a place of
knowledge production. Building both on Agnew’s remarks about China’s ‘timespace
crisis’ and Barmé’s emphasis on the intrinsic risks of blindly accepting the linear,
rational and almost mechanically instantiated teleology of ‘The China Story’, the article
has concentrated on what I would argue is a temporal disconnection in the Chinese
political discourse on eco-civilization. I have defined this feature as ‘future perfect tense’
since the political documents seem to contain a recurring projection of the solution into
an allegedly perfect future. In reality, the debate on eco-civilization started in the 1980s
in the academic domain and was later appropriated by the political discourse. To
understand the changing relationship between economic growth and human develop-
ment in China, as well as its potential impact on global governance and eco-socially
sustainable prosperity, it was, therefore, necessary to analyse both the political discourse
and the intellectual debate, evaluating what are the possible elements of convergence or
divergence. Delving into the intellectual debate, this article has proved that the concept
of eco-civilization, in a similar way to the Anthropocene concept, has a significant
discursive power: it allows for a paradigmatic shift from the binary political economy
discourses of ‘growth’ versus ‘development’, and ‘socialism’ versus ‘capitalism’, to the
inquiry of new pathways to eco-socially sustainable prosperity.
7 Xi’s allusion to China playing a major role on climate change could be read as a demonstration of
international power in light of the United States’ ambivalence towards the Paris Agreement, but this is beyond
the scope of this article.
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As Ye Qianji originally indicated, and Pan Jiahua later elaborated, the real challenge
for China is how to de-couple economic growth from environmental degradation. They
both offered significant insights, especially in terms of the necessity: 1.) to go beyond
the logic of industrial civilization, and 2.) to rethink China’s development matrix and
measurements of economic achievements in a way which abandons the mere GDP
logic and proves more environmentally conscious of the quality of life and social well-
being. Therefore, the concept of eco-civilization can be used as a heuristic device, one
which challenges the dominant logic of economic growth at all costs, and can help, at
least partially, in a rethinking of the issues linked to growth and human development. In
this sense, the call for eco-civilization is much more than a version of the Anthropocene
‘with Chinese characteristics’: this concept could possibly offer situated understandings
of the political and socio-economic system in relation to alternative ways of exploring
eco-social prosperity in China as a locality.
The risk remains, however, that eco-civilization might just be incorporated into ‘The
China Story’ and merely used as a piece of that teleology, a tactical political rhetoric
device allowing the Party to present the public with a series of populist welfare goals,
and enabling it to discursively continue to manoeuvre public support to prove its self-
fulfilling prophecy. The future perfect tense predominant in the political discourse on
eco-civilization could anesthetize listeners, potentially convincing them that the eco-
biopolitical discourse will automatically find its own solution in reality, thanks to the
driving force of repetition and slogan-like techniques. Projected into the future, the
discourse of eco-civilization would then avoid addressing the current ‘timespace crisis’:
it would create a temporal-spatial dystopic configuration that would operate like an
auto-immune system; a fantasy of total protection and bio-political securitization,
which in reality conceals the real danger, which is in the present.
On the contrary, the convergence of the academic discussion on eco-civilization with
the politics-policy nexus (the connection of political goals with policy tools) could
provide an opportunity to question (if not openly disrupt) the unsustainable logic that
rapid industrialization, extensive land development and full-scale urbanisation leads to
long-lasting progress. While the official discourse on ecological civilization in China
plays the role of metanarrative, and it could be interpreted as the government’s response
to environmental degradation and the multiple protests that have been witnessed in
many cities in China over recent years, it is the academic realm, which is exactly where
the debate on eco-civilization began, that has so far offered more significant insights on
how to address the challenges of both the present and the future.
In the Chinese context, however, the academic discussion might help to highlight
alternative developmental pathways, but changes can only happen with the state’s inter-
vention. The question today, especially in light of Xi Jinping’s emphasis on ‘eco-civiliza-
tion’ in his opening speech at the 2017 National Party Congress,8 is whether or not his
poignant remark ‘Any harm we inflict on nature will eventually return to haunt us’ [65]
stems from a deep awareness and a willingness to act, which could guide the leadership to
prioritize the need for harmony between humans and nature and implement relevant
policies in the ‘new era’ of the present that, according to Xi, sees China ‘moving closer
to centre stage and making greater contributions to mankind’ (Ibid.).
8 This article was completed in July 2017. It was only during the final revision stage in Sept.-October 2017
that I briefly had access to preliminary information on the 2017 National Party Congress.
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